Abstract
Introduction
South Africa's transition into a democratic dispensation has so far yielded positive results, and this is evident in the country's improved economic performance and its progress in reintegrating its activities into the global economic realm. The country's economy has become more open, more productive, and more outward-oriented (Flatters and Stern, 2007) . Its economic growth measured by real gross domestic product (real GDP) per capita increased from R27.9 billion in When the import substitution policy failed to produce the intended results, the country started moving towards export promotion in the early 1980s (see Edwards and Schoer, 2001 ). As Cassim (2003) noted, during this period more effort was put into improving conditions for exporters in terms of liberalisation; and less was being done to encourage imports. Between the early 1980s and late 2012, the country directed more of its effort towards reducing trade restrictions. For example, in 1983 it started off by reducing the value of imports subject to quantitative restrictions. This led to imbalances in the country's balance of payments, which had negative effects on the trade liberalisation process. In an attempt to curb this, import surcharges were introduced by GATT.
Following this, in 1985 import surcharges were increased again from 10% to 60% (see Kusi, 2009 and Edwards, 2006) . In 1988, differential surcharge rates were introduced on selected types of goods. This coincided with the increase in applied ad valorem and formula duties (Bell 1997 cited in Edwards, 2006) .
In 1990 the country started moving towards liberalisation; and this was followed by the removal of import surcharges. By 1992, the share of imports affected by quantitative restrictions had been reduced to less than 15% of tariff lines. Sectors that were still highly restricted by that time included the agricultural sector, food beverages, rubber and tobacco and clothing (see GATT 1993 , cited in Jonsson and Subramanian, 2000 and Edwards, 2006) .
Coinciding with the democratic elections in 1994, the country continued to adopt more liberal policies, which resulted in the elimination of the quantitative restrictions on imports. This led to a significant improvement in the country's imports; as it encouraged the country to access the foreign markets, in order to meet its domestic demand. In the same year, the country committed to promoting import controls. This was replicated in the implementation of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). As articulated in Edwards (2006) , in the WTO (1998), and in Jonsson and Subramanian (2000) , the main purpose of this offer was to: Reduce the number of tariff lines from over 13000 to the six level digit by 15% in the first year, and by 30% in 1999; to bind 98 per cent of all the tariff lines at the harmonised system eight digit level, as opposed to 18% before the round; and to replace all quantitative restrictions and formula duties with an ad valorem tariff.
Since the period between 1992 and 1995, the country has been able to reduce both the total number of its tariff lines and the number of non-ad valorem tariffs. In addition, it has had all import surcharges abolished. The year 1995 was also marked by the country's entry into the World Trade Organisation (WTO, 1998, and Edwards, 2006) .
In 1996, the country formulated a new Tariff Rationalisation Process (TRP), which included a complete restructuring of the incentives given to trade, industry and agriculture (Holden and Casale, 2000) . This included: The reduction of tariff lines and peaks; the conversion of formula and specific duties to ad valorem rates; the introduction of a duty-free subsidy for imports with no substitute; the introduction of a maximum of 30% ad valorem rates on final products, 20% on intermediate goods, and 10% on primary goods (see Edwards, 2006) . 1996 was marked by the adoption of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) free-trade protocol. In terms of imports, the protocol emphasised the elimination of import duties and the phasing out of quantitative restrictions on imports of goods from SADC member countries (see Sadcstan, 1996) . Following this, in 1997 the number of tariff lines carrying formula duties was reduced from 1900 in 1993 to 28 in 1997; and the number of product lines facing specific tariffs was reduced from 500 to 227 (Jonsson and Subramanian, 2000) .
In 1999, the country signed the Trade, Development and Co-operation Agreement (TDCA), which involved South Africa and the European Union. In terms of trade, this agreement contained a free trade agreement, which allows South Africa to import goods from the EU at a zero tariff rate.
The period 2000-2008 witnessed the implementation of the TDCA and the SADC Free Trade Protocol. This was followed by the introduction of a new institutional structure through the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) and the authorization of a preferential trade agreement between MERCOSUR members (Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay) and SACU country members (Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, South Africa and Swaziland). Further, in the same period, the free trade agreement between the (SACU) and European Free Trade Association (EFTA) was signed.
This agreement was intended to improve the trade in goods, and to lay a foundation for a further engagement between the two above-mentioned Parties with regard to intellectual property, investment, trade in services and public procurement (EFTA, 2008) . In 2008, the SACU signed a Trade, Investment and Development Co-operative Agreement (TIDCA) with the United States of America (see SACU, 2008) .
This was followed by the negotiations on the Tripartite Free Trade Area between SADC, the EAC and the COMESA member countries. According to COMESA-EAC-SADC-Tripartite (2008), this was meant to establish a larger market, with a single economic space. Furthermore, in the same year, the country entered BRICS (South Africa, China, India, Russia and Brazil). Table  1 below provides a summary of the country's import-related trade policy reforms in a chronological order, covering the period 1983-2012. Edwards (2006) , Jonsson and Subramanian (2000) , WTO (1998) , DTI (2015) . SACU (2008) , EAC-SADC- Tripartite (2008) , Since the introduction of democracy, South Africa has continued to establish strategic trade partnerships with both developing and developed countries. These include: Bilateral, Unilateral, intra-regional and inter-regional trade agreements. Most significantly, after democracy, the country entered into three main bilateral trade agreements: the Development and Co-operation Agreement (TDCA); the SADC free trade agreement; and the Southern African Customs Union. The nature and terms of these arrangements and other new agreements are summarised in Table 2 below. In the early years of the post-apartheid era (1994) (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) , South Africa had been recording positive trade balance (see, Table 3 ). The situation changed in 2004, when the country experienced a rise in household consumption and public sector infrastructural investment; and this led to a rise in the demand for imports (see, IDC 2013). Between 2007 and 2009, the country's domestic production was severely affected by the global recession, which also contributed to the country's trade deficit over the last 9 years of the reported period, with the exception of 2010 and 2011 (see Stytler and Powell, 2010) .
The rise in imports followed the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between South Africa and the EU, which was implemented in 2000. The rate at which imports had been increasing over the years had been fluctuating between a negative 20% rate and a positive 35% rate. This trend started to decline in 1995 -from a positive 24% to a negative 6% in 2001. This was followed by a rapid increase in imports by 36% in 2004. In 2012, the country's imports increased by a mere 0.01% -from $121.66 billion to $121.67 billion.
As mentioned before, the country appears to be in the top-50 list in terms of trade in the world; however, its share of imports in the world's total imports is not very significant. As Table  2 shows, over the reported period, the country's contribution to the World's imports remained very low -ranging between 0.5% and 0.7%. Between 1995 and 2001, it showed a negative trend. While (UNCTADSTAT, 2013) . Furthermore, the country's imports had been changing in the same direction over the years under review; with the exception of 1996 and 1999, when South Africa's imports slumped; while the world's imports increased.
a. South Africa's major import sources in the world
South Africa trades with both developing and developed countries in the world. In terms of imports, its major partners are primarily the developed countries. The top 8 import sources for the country include: Germany, the United States, the United Kingdom, China, Japan, Angola, Saudi Arabia and China. Figure 1 below presents the composition of South Africa's imports, according to the major import sources over the period 1995-2012.
Figure 1: Annual average share of import products by major import origins

Source: UNCTADSTAT database, and Author's compilation
A large portion of South Africa's imports were sourced from Germany. As shown in Figure  1 , Germany accounts for an average of 24 % of South Africa's imports over the years. However, the share of imports from Germany has been fluctuating over the years, from 14% in 1995 to 8% in 2012 (UNCTADSTAT, 2013). In 2009, Germany was overtaken by China; and since 2006, China has been the second largest source of imports for South Africa after Germany and overtaking the United States of America.
Currently, China ranks number 1 in terms of SA's main trade partners, followed by Germany, which ranks number 2, and the United States of America (US) at number 3. The high performance of these countries in terms of their exports to South Africa has also been boosted by the strong partnership that South Africa has established with them. South Africa's import commodities account for a larger (more than 80%) share of South Africa's total imports (UNCTADSTAT, 2013). Furthermore, data from UNCTADSTAT, 2013 show that the country's merchandise imports have been growing faster than its import services over the years. Table 4 presents the annual trends in individual imported products, as a share of South Africa's total merchandise imports from the world. Table 4 : South Africa's imported products as a % of the total products in 1995-2012
Source; UNCTADSTAT database, 2013, and the Authors' compilation
Over the reported period, Petroleum, petroleum products and related materials (14.8%), specialised machinery (4.9%), other industrial machinery and parts (5.3%), Telecommunication and sound-recording apparatus (4.5), in addition to road vehicles (8.9%) were the major contributors to the country's total merchandise imports (see Table 4 ). Most of these products, with the exception of Petroleum, petroleum products and related materials, are categorised as capital goods. It is commendable to have a country's imports dominated by such products; since they would have a positive effect on production. Since 1995, Machinery and Equipment goods have always accounted for more than 50% of manufactured goods imported by the country (UNCTADSTAT, 2013). Fuel (17%) appears to be the second-largest merchandise product, followed by All-food items (6%). In addition, manufactured imports grew faster than the growth rate of total merchandise imports. According to Fin 24 (2013), the 15.8% rise in South Africa's imports in 2013 was driven by the capital goods procurement. Figure 3 shows, transport services, travel services, and other services, contribute 42%, 30% and 28%, respectively to South Africa's total import services. Relative to other forms of services, travel services appear to have been changing faster than the other services over the years. This indicates that even though the country has a comparative advantage in exporting travel services, it does import a significant portion of its travel services from other countries; as they are essential for tourism. Transport services seem to be the slowest-growing service in this case. Table 5 shows that over the reported period, petroleum, petroleum products and related materials (14.8%) comprise the most imported commodities in the country, followed by road vehicles (8.9%). On an annual basis, the contribution of petroleum, petroleum products and related materials appears to have ranked the highest every year (UNCTADSTAT, 2013). As mentioned before, South Africa has established foreign relations with both developing and developed countries. The country's top 8 major import sources are developed countries from different continents. This was driven by South Africa's improved trade relations with China. On an annual average, Africa (5%) and Oceania (2%) remained the lowest exporters to South Africa.
At a regional level, the European Union (EU) was the largest source of South Africa's imports over the years. Data from UNCTADSTAT (2013) show that the annual average share of imports from the EU was 37% over the period 1995-2003, and 30% over the period 2004-2012. According to the WTO (2009), the three EU countries have always been among the top six sources of South Africa's imports -with Germany leading. Western Asia, North American Free Trade Area and Eastern Asia also accounted for a significant share of South Africa's imports compared with other regions.
b. South Africa's import relations with the European Union (EU) The largest foreign partnership that South Africa entered into after democracy was with the SA-EU agreement. It is, therefore, necessary to explore the nature (of) and the effect that this partnership had on the South African economy, focusing mainly on the import side of such trade.
i. SA-EU trade arrangement
The SA-EU free trade agreement emanating from the Trade, Development and Cooperation Agreement was established in 1999, and implemented in 2000. This agreement was meant to promote the expansion and mutual liberalisation of the bilateral trade between the two parties. It was destined to last over a transitional period of 12 years at most. According to the FTA terms, the agreement covers mainly agricultural products and industrial products. Furthermore, South Africa is expected to progressively reduce its own imports duties on different groups of products at different rates over the years -starting from the commencement date of the agreement. By the year 2012, the country was expected to have liberalised 86% of its duties on products originating from the EU. Table 6 : South Africa's Trade balance with the EU
Source: UNCTADSTAT database, and authors' compilation
As Table 6 shows, over the years, with the exception of 2000, 2001, and 2002, the country had been recording a negative trade balance, signifying that the country had been demanding more imports than the value of those it actually exports to the EU. In the early years of democracy, South Africa's Product imports from the EU fluctuated between 5 billion US dollars and 15 billion US dollars. However, in 2003, the country experienced a rapid increase by more than 50% of the previous year's product imports. This could be a consequence of the implementation of the Free trade agreement between South Africa and the European Union in 2000.
In 2009, the country's imports from the EU dropped drastically by 27%; and this was also caused by the 2008-2009 global recession. Telecommunication equipment and Motor vehicles for the transport of persons appear to have been the main contributors to South Africa's imports from the EU member states over the reported period. Manufactured goods still account for a larger amount of South Africa's imports from the EU.
c. South Africa's import relations with Africa
South Africa is the largest economy on the African continent; and it has put the continent on the global economic map through its foreign relations with developed countries from other continents, such as Europe, America and Asia. In the African continent, South Africa appears to be the largest trade partner for numerous African countries and regions. This sub-section provides a clear picture of the nature of South Africa's trade relations with Africa, focusing on imports. Table 7 shows that South Africa is a net exporter to African countries. Over the reported period (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) (2008) (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) , the country recorded a trade surplus with African countries. In terms of imports, the country's interaction with Africa was rather weak during the early years of democracy (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) . However, as the country entered into trade agreements and reduced the barriers to trade, the amount of imports coming from Africa started increasing from US$1.42 billion in 2001 to US$15.7 billion in 2012. South Africa's total imports mirror the trends of Africa's imports. The country contributed a significant amount (more than 24%) to Africa's total imports from the world over the years. The amount of South Africa's imports from Africa had been very low relative to other continents. The continent accounted for less than 10% of the World's imports to South Africa. This is not very shocking, given that South Africa is the largest African import source for African countries. Table  8 below shows the top 20 South Africa's import products from Africa Meat and meat preparations 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1%
1%
Sugar, sugar preparations and honey 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 3% 4% 1% 4% 1% 1% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Coffee, tea, cocoa, spices, and manufactures thereof 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 0%
2%
Beverages 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 3% 1% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 0% 2% 1% 1% 0%
1%
Tobacco and tobacco manufactures 4% 4% 4% 5% 4% 3% 3% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 1% 0% 1% 2%
2%
Cork and wood 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 0% 0% 1% 0% 0%
Textiles fibres and their wastes 6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 4% 4% 5% 4% 4% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1%
3%
Crude fertilizers other than division 56, and crude minerals 2% 2% 3% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 0% 0% 0%
1%
Metalliferous ores and metal scrap 4% 4% 4% 3% 5% 2% 2% 7% 10% 7% 7% 7% 9% 8% 4% 5% 4% 3%
5%
Petroleum, petroleum products and related materials 39% 39% 38% 39% 41% 17% 20% 28% 26% 33% 29% 44% 45% 53% 49% 46% 45% 53%
38%
Electric current 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 1% 3% 2% 1% 1% 1% 2% 2% 3% 2% 2% 2%
2%
Textile yarn and related products 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 3% 2% 1% 1% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
1%
Non metallic mineral manufactures, n.e.s. 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 5% 1% 2% 5% 3% 2% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1%
2%
Non-ferrous metals 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 4% 4% 4% 5% 5% 6% 5% 5% 3% 2% 3% 3% 2%
4%
Petroleum oils, oils from bitumen, materials, as well as crude, account for a larger percentage of South Africa's imports from Africa. As Table 8 shows, these products accounted for 38%, 19% and 44% in 1995, 2001 and 2007, respectively. In 2012, Petroleum oils, oils from bitumen, materials and crude oil accounted for almost half of South Africa's total imports from Africa, followed by gold and non-monetary products, which accounted for 20%. Primary products and manufactured goods account for a significant share of South Africa's imports sourced from other African countries. 
Source: UNCTADSTAT database
Over the period 1995-2012, the country's main sources of African imports include Nigeria (25.7%), Zimbabwe (16%), Namibia (7%), Zambia (6.8%) and Mozambique (5.2%) on annual average (see Figure 5 ). Nigeria appears to be the largest African country with imports for South Africa over the reported period. The outstanding contribution from Nigeria can be attributed to the bilateral relations that South Africa has with Nigeria dating back to the period of Apartheid. Figure 6 shows that over the period 1995-2012, Eastern African countries accounted for a larger percentage of Africa's imports to South Africa. Also, it is clear that the Northern African region exports very little to South Africa.
South Africa's import relations with African regional groupings
South Africa is a member of various regional groupings in Africa and outside the African continent. In the African continent, the country is a member of the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and the Southern African Development Community (SADC). 
Source; UNCTADSTAT database and Author's compilation
The Southern African Development Community (SADC) accounts for a larger percentage of South Africa's imports from Africa when compared with other African regional groupings. On an annual average over the period 1995-2012, SADC accounted for 62% of imports from Africa to South Africa; while those of COMESA accounted for 35%.
d. South Africa's imports from the Southern African Development Community
(SADC) region In 1994, South Africa joined the Southern African development community; and it has since then regarded the region as one of its major African partners in terms of foreign relations. South Africa is the largest economy in the region; and it has taken the lead in economic integration and collaborative efforts for improving the economies of the member countries. Among those economic areas where the country is one of the front-runners in the region is trade. It accounts for a larger portion of the region's total trade. Table 9 below provides a picture of the SADC imports by member state over the period 1995-2012. 
Source: UNCTADSTAT database and authors' compilation
Over the period 1995-2012, South Africa accounted for more than half (54%) of the SADC total imports, followed by Angola (15.5%); while Lesotho (1.3%), Madagascar (1.3%), Malawi(1.1%) and Seychelles(0.4%) remained the lowest contributors -each accounting for less than 2% to the region's total imports. South Africa's large input to the region's imports and total trade can be attributed to its economic state relative to those of other SADC member countries, and the trade arrangements that the country has with other non-SADC developed countries. Since democracy, South Africa has constantly recorded a trade surplus from its trade with other SADC countries (see Figure 8 ). According to South Africa's trade performance review from SADC trade (2005), in 1999 and 2000 a larger portion of South Africa's trade surplus with the world came from the SADC region. Over the periods 1995-2005 and 2010-2012 the gap between imports and exports was very wide -with the value of exports being almost three times the value of South Africa's imports from the SADC. The country's intra-regional trade relations with other SADC countries have been significantly weak over the past years, when compared to those of other regions. Among other factors causing this, are the barriers to trade between South Africa and other SADC country members. However, strides have been taken towards creating a strong intraregional trade among the regional member countries. For example, the country has established bilateral trade and unilateral agreements with some of the SADC member states. This has also been supported by the SADC trade protocol, which was enforced in 2000. South Africa's total imports from the world resemble similar trends as the total of SADC imports (see Figure 9 ). As the main contributor to the region's imports, a change in South Africa's performance in the area of imports could lead to significant adjustments to the imports from SADC. 
Conclusion
The paper analyzed trends in the behavior and structure of South Africa's imports over the period 1995-2012. It has looked at the historical trade policy reforms and the effect of these reforms on the behavior of imports in South Africa. It was found that these policy adjustments have stimulated growth in most of the country's economic sectors. An increase in economic growth is commonly followed by a rise in domestic consumption, which serves as a stimulus for more imports. The paper discovered that South Africa's imports respond positively to the trade policy reforms that the country has undergone since democracy; as the share of imports showed a rise over the reported period. South Africa's merchandise imports are dominated by manufactured imports; and they accounted for more than half of the total merchandise imports over the reported period. Manufactured goods are categorized as capital goods, and capital goods boost productivity. It appears that one of the key contributors towards the improved performance of imports in South Africa is the trade liberalization policy, which was introduced subsequent to the country's transition to a democratic government. The country has used this as a tool to re-integrate its economy into the global marketplace.
